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CHAPTER I I :

ORAL HISTORY OF HELEN NORMAN

Helen Norman began her teaching career in 1 937
at the age of 20 in a one-room school house in Scott
County , Kansas.

The following two years she taught

in a second one-room school house in Wichita County,
Kansas.

These schools in their rural settings were

unique parts of the history of education in western
Kansas. Because the teacher was the only adult present
on a regular basis at these schools, he r ro le was
extremely important .
Being the only adult at the school necessitated
that the teacher had responsibilities beyond what
current teachers experience.

Helen performed cus todial

dut ies which included sweeping and dusting the
classroom, cleaning blackboards and erasers, bringing
water and fuel inside , and start ing and maintaining
a fire in the school stove.

She was solely responsible

for the safe ty of the chi ldren , and school was often
canceled because of storms.

During her first January

of teaching, Helen recalled that she had all her
students in attendance on only one day.

In addition

to thes e duties Helen was, of cour se , responsible
for a l l of the instruc ti on and discipline of the

students who attended the schools .

She played with

the children during recess and supervised their lunch.
In compensation for all these responsibilities,
Helen received $60.00 for each of the eight months
she taught in Scott County.

She reminded me that

this was the "dust bowl" and that money was scarce .
The school board was very apologetic about her low
wage, but stated that it was all they could afford .
The following year she was paid $55.00 a month for
eight months in Wichita County without the apology.
She received a raise after her first year there and
was paid $65.00 per month .

Helen stated that she

knew of teachers who were paid as little as $40.00
per month during that time .
Out of her salary Helen paid $15.00 per month
for room and board during the week.
to go home on weekends.

She was expected

She said there was a lady

in Scott County who was very insistent that she board
with her , and Helen agreed despite the fact that she
had to walk 1¼ miles to the school.

She remarked

that if she had been more "mature " , she wou l d have
declined and continued to live with her parents and
drive their model A Ford.
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In Wichita County Helen

boarded with a family just across the road from the
school.

The cost was again $15.00, but this was a

much more enjoyable experience for her.

The couple

with whom she boarded had no children and visited
with others in the area almost every night to play
musical instruments or cards , and they included Helen
in these events.
In order to obtain these positions, Helen was
interviewed by the entire school board of each county.
Each board consisted of three male members.

The

questions she was asked by the Wichita County board
revealed additional expectations that were held for
teachers of this period.
1.
2.
3.

The questions follow:

Do you drink?
Do you smoke?
Are you going to get married?

Helen remembered that these areas were no problem
for her because she didn't intend to marry until she
finished her education.
This education began in a one-room school in
Oklahoma; continued after first grade through high
school in Scott City, Kansas; then continued at
Southwestern College at Winfield, Kansas for a year;
and ended temporarily after a year at Garden City
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Junior College in Kansas.

Helen was twenty years

old when she first taught in Scott County, and she
had obtained a 60 hour certificate to t each .

She

resigned her Wichita County position in order to
complete her B.S. degree at Southwestern College at
which time she obtained a "life certificate" to teach .
Eventually she went on to earn a Master's degree in
education with an emphasis in special education at
Fort Hays State College in 1969.
During the years that Helen taught in one-room
schools , she was evaluated periodically by the county
superintendents.

In Scott County the superintendent

was Helen's former junior high school science teacher.
She remembered the superintendents making suggestions
and positive comments.

She didn ' t remember any

criticism and modestly attributed this to the fact
that they needed teachers too badly .
The importance of the position of the teacher
in a one-room school was indicated by the support
which Helen received from her school board in Scott
County when a parent was dissatisfied with the speed
at which her firs t grader was learning the alphabet.
The mother sent the letters to school to be practiced ,
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but there were letters missing .

When Helen discussed

this with a school board member, he told her to tell
the woman that, "If she wants to teach that school,
she should get a certificate and come up to teach."
Helen assured me that she never repeated the
conversation to the mother, but she did feel supported
by the school board member.
A further indication of the importance of the
teacher to the one-room school was the lack of
substitute teachers.
any substitutes.

Helen said that she didn't recall

In fact, when she contracted mumps

from a younger sister during her first year of
teaching, the school was closed until she recovered.
As important as the teacher was to the one-room
school, the students were, of course, of primary
importance.

Helen had seven pupils in five different

grades at each school.
taught.

Grades one through eight were

The chi ldren were wel l-behaved, and Helen

could recall no discipline problems.

She said that

the students seemed to know that they came to school
to learn , and so that is what they did.
They worked so hard during school hours that
they were rarely if ever given homework.
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The students

lived on farms and had household or farm chores after
school.

They lived as far away as three miles from

the school.

Those who lived as far as 1¼ miles walked

to school except in bad weather.

Children living

farther away were brought to school in cars by their
parents or by older students who were driving into
town for high school .
The boys wore over-alls to school while the girls
wore dresses.

During the winter months the girls

wore wool hose to keep their legs warm.

They all

played toge the r at recess and seemed to e nte rtain
themselves easily.

Helen joined them in such games

as baseball, tag, Annie-over, dare base , and redman.
At noon in Scott County each student received a hot
meal.

The children brought food such as soup or beans

each day in a fruit jar.

At 11 :00 these jars were

placed in a large kettle of water on the school stove ,
and by l unch the food was warm .
In addition to their food, students brought their
own drinking cups .

Helen remarked that they knew

about germs by this time so students did not share
cups.

Other supplies which students brought included

tablets and pencils .
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They were also required to bring

textbooks which had been purchased by their parents.
Helen felt that she had not kept track of her
students , but she did recall several who had careers
after school.

Among her students were several farmers,

one girl who taught school, one who married young
and became a homemaker , and one who attended Bethel
College to become a nurse.
The curriculum which prepared these students
for their futures included subjects such as reading,
writing, arithmetic, geography, and physiology.

These

were taught with textbooks which were chosen and
required by the state of Kansas.

When asked about

the quality of those books, Helen said that she never
thought to question them.

She was expected to teach

from certain books, and that is what she did .
also taught her students art.

Because

Helen

she had no

training in this area , she said that she and her
students learned together.
when programs were prepared.

They had no music except
On these occasions

someone came out from town to help with the music.
The students were taught with many of the methods
common today.

They worked more independently than

today's students.
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This was necessary so that the

teacher could continue to instruct all of the different
grade levels.

Helen remembered having "ciphering

matches" at the chalkboard and spelling bees.

She

used flashcards with her students.
For evaluations Helen made her own tests, and
she recalled that there were test questions at the
back of some textbooks.

Helen remembered that students

were not tested as frequently then as they are today.
However, all of the eighth graders had to go into
town to take a competency test before being promoted.
Helen had not known that this was required, but all
of her students passed the exam.

Report cards were

sent to parents monthly, and parent teacher conferences
were only scheduled when a parent requested one.
The students were taught this curriculum during
an eight month school year which began after Labor
Day and ended in April.

The week before school began

each year teachers attended teacher institutes which·
were held in rural areas.

Helen thought these sessions

were very helpful.
During the year Thanksgiving and Christmas
vacations were given.
before the latter.
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A special program was held

Another special occasion was the

box supper which was held near Halloween. At this
event the boxes were auctioned to raise money for
the school.

No graduation ceremony was held because

eighth graders went to the county seats to graduate
with the other rural students in each county.
The school day began at 9:00 a.m. and was over
at 4:00 p.m.

During this time there were two recesses

and an hour lunch period.

The day began with the

"Pledge of Allegiance", and prayer was said.
of the subjects were then taught each day.

All
There

were no extra-curricular activities, and Helen is
of the opinion that this fact contributed to these
students receiving a better education.
They received this education in buildings which
varied greatly.

The first school was District 14

in Scott County, and the building was located five
miles east and three miles south of Scott City, Kansas.
According to Helen it was quite large and well
supplied.
siding.

It was a frame building covered with wood
The school had several rooms including a

library, a kitchen, an entryway, and the general room.
The building was in good condition and was well
maintained.
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There was no indoor plumbing, however.

There were two outhouses and a storage building for
fuel .

There was a merry-go-round and a basketball

goal for the children to play.
telephone.

The

school had a

Despite the exceptional facilities , this

school closed after Helen 1 s first year of teaching
in 1938.

Five of the students who attended moved

away, and there were not enough remaining to keep
the school open.

The building was eventually sold

and moved from the site to Scott City where it became
a residence.
After the closing Helen taught at Hi Plains school
which was located 13 miles north and three miles west
of Marienthal in Wichita County .
were not as large or well kept .

There the facilities
In fact one school

board member noted that you could "throw a cat through
the cracks around the door . "

It was a very small

building with no library , telephone , or kitchen .
It did have an organ which Helen did not play, but
which was used for programs.

Helen left Hi Plains

after two years to complete her education .

The school

eventually closed after unification, and the building
was torn down.
This fate was shared by many of the one-room
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schools in western Kansas, and eventually this delivery
system disappeared from the area.

The recollections

of one of the teachers who participated in this system
will preserve for future generations the events of
that time.

Helen Norman was a dedicated teacher who

took on extraordinary responsibilities at a young
age for minimum compensation .

She was rewarded by

strong support from parents and school boards .

Her

students received an education which helped to prepare
them for adult lives.

This type of education remains

the goal for western Kansas schools today .
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